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POLITICAL FACTIONS IN TERRITORIAL

FLORIDA
by HERBERT J. DOHERTY JR.

In the early days of the territorial period, politics
in Florida were largely of a personal nature as certain
men of wealth and education became the natural leaders of the political life on the frontier. When Florida
became a United States territory there was nominally
only one political party, and political lines nationally
were in a state of flux. Consequently, while the settlers
of Florida usually came with definite political ideas,
they were not tied to a party nor did they bring readymade ideas of party with them.
Although the vague outlines of Whig and Democratic parties can be traced far back into the territorial
period, the early political factions based upon common
interest, sectional pride, or personal loyalty are easier
to discern. Common economic interests were more important than other factors in unifying those factions into
the later parties.
During the “Era of Good Feeling” and later in the
Jacksonian era, most Florida political leaders were
nominally Democrats or Democratic-Republicans. The
first three civil governors were personal friends of Andrew Jackson and called themselves Democrats. By
1840, these men, Richard K. Call, William P. DuVal,
and John H. Eaton, were all Whigs. All took the stump
for William H. Harrison for president. That these men,
as well as many lesser lights, became Whigs despite
their friendship and admiration for Jackson is not surprising. Their interests were best served by conservative
measures, so they naturally would gravitate to the conservative party. Many did so in the belief that they were
following the true precepts of Jeffersonian Democracy.
Many reasons may be cited for the various political
combinations in territorial Florida. The controversy
over statehood, and the bank and “faith bond” controversy were the most important considerations determining factional alignments. On the statehood question,
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Floridians divided into factions favoring immediate
statehood for the entire territory, favoring statehood
separately for East and West Florida, or favoring no
immediate steps toward that goal. The divisionists, and
those flatly opposed to statehood, were concentrated for
the most part in extreme East Florida. In East Florida
as a whole the majority of the population favored division. In this area, the Whigs, under the name “People’s
Party,” were opposed to statehood and favored division,
while the official Democratic organization favored statehood.
In Middle Florida sentiment apparently was favorable to statehood and opposed to division. No political factions there opposed statehood. James D. Westcott, Jr., was typical of the Middle Florida Democrats
who favored a state. In the East, David Levy and Robert R. Reid best represented pro-statehood Democrats.
Charles Downing was of the East Florida anti-statehood
Whigs, while George T. Ward spoke for the Middle
Florida statehood Whigs. Richard K. Call favored
statehood, although he was closely associated with
Downing and did not express emphatic views upon the
controversy.
By the time of the Constitutional Convention of
1838, the statehood issue had been overshadowed by the
failure of the territory’s financial system during the
panic of 1837. Although Governor DuVal was a Democrat while in office, the elective legislative councils during his term had usually been dominated by those
who
1
believed in the political theories of Henry Clay.
With political control in their hands, these men,
for the most part wealthy planters, had used the Council to secure one of the things which they needed most
-credit facilities. Many of these men became stockholders, officers, or directors of the banks they helped
create. They, of course, expected those institutions to
be beneficial. Now, with the panic of 1837, they found
1. Cash, W. T., History of the Democratic Party in Florida, Tallahassee, 1936, p. 9.
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themselves on the defensive, receiving the blame for
financial ruin which fell with fine impartiality upon all
classes. They found themselves being saddled with re2
sponsibility for the accumulated misfortunes of the day.
Men who had long opposed the preponderance of
the big planters and of Middle Florida factions in territorial politics, made unrelenting use of this financial
collapse to discredit them. The question of the disposition of the broken banks, and of the “faith bonds” by
which the territorial government had supported them,
was the most important issue dividing the two major
factions in the Convention of 1838. After that convention, the anti-bank and anti-bond faction organized as
the Democratic party of the territory. The pro-bank
men were generally classed as Whigs.
Yet factions still existed within these parties and
the makeup of the factions occasionally crossed party
lines. Among those of conservative leanings there was
a greater amount of factionalism than among their more
radical opponents. The radicals, as we shall term the
anti-bank men, were fairly well united under the leadership of James D. Westcott, Jr., and David Levy. Called
loco-focos by the Whigs, and calling themselves Democrats or Jeffersonian Republicans, the radicals came to
power after the panic and were in a majority most of
the time until the end of the territorial period. Some
evidence may be found that there was friction between
Westcott and Levy and that east and west factions existed in the Democratic party as well as in the Whig party.
If they existed, however, such differences were hid from
public view.
As early as 1823, Governor DuVal had written to
Jackson that he had decided to resign because of
severe
3
criticism from a strong East Florida faction. He accused the “Yankees” as being his chief critics, saying
that New York had sent her “most villainous spawn”
2. Doherty, H. J., The Florida Whigs (unpublished Master’s thesis,
University of Florida) p. 8.
3. DuVal to Jackson, Aug. 26, 1823. Martin, S. W., Florida During
the Territorial Days, (University of Georgia Press, 1944) p. 56.
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to Florida. 4 That strong East Florida faction which opposed most of the territorial governors was later the
most energetic element of the Democratic party in Florida. If Levy and Reid, with their anti-bank philosophies,
were typical of that faction, loco-foco influence was indeed strong. Indeed, it is not unreasonable to assume
that that influence stemmed from the presence of what
DuVal termed New York’s "villainous spawn.”
DuVal was defended, by Whig newspapers and was
much criticized by Democrats. Reid said of him, “He is,
if I mistake not, a weak man and wants dignity, but his
friends say he is a fine story teller!" 5 When DuVal’s
fourth term expired in 1834, Jackson saw little reason
to reappoint him, particularly when such a loyal friend
as John H. Eaton, who had lost out in a recent cabinet
shuffle, needed a job.
Among the conservatives there was a sectional split
and a split on the banking issue. Whigs who were willing
to let the defaulted banks go and believed that the “faith
bonds” were unlawful called themselves ‘‘States-right
Whigs.” Their leading exponent was William Wyatt.
In Middle Florida the pro-bank Whigs who were favorable to the banks under any conditions united with
a few pro-bank Democrats to form the “Conservative,
Party.”
The territorial election of 1840 pointed up the existence of these two important factions. In the state of
Virginia under William C. Rives, and in New York under N. P. Tallmadge, there were groups of “Conservative” Democrats who affiliated themselves with the
Whigs because of the Specie Circular and the fight on
the local banks by the regular Democrats. The Conservative Party in Florida was the counterpart of these
groups. Its newspaper voice was the Star of Florida in
Tallahassee edited by Cosam Emir Bartlett. Bartlett
4. DuVal to James Barbour, Aug. 12, 1823. Knauss, J. O., William
P. DuVal,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XI, p. 107.
5. Diary of Robert Raymond Reid, 1833-1835, p. 1 (Transcript in
Florida Historical Society library).
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had previously edited Democratic papers in Georgia
and the Apalachicola Gazette in Florida.
The Virginia Conservatives favored the state banks
and did6 not particularly relish the idea of the National
Bank. The Whigs would tolerate both and favored the
National Bank. In Virginia the strategy was to place
Conservatives on the ballot in place of Whigs when Whig
success was doubtful. Coincidentally, or otherwise, in
the two elections in which Conservatives participated in
Florida, no Whigs opposed them. William P. DuVal
stood in relation to the Florida Conservatives much as
did Rives and Tallmadge to the Conservatives of Virginia and New York. He was the most well-known person in the faction and declared for Harrison in 1840 as
did Rives.
Democrats attacked the Conservatives as the
“paper money power” and declared,
. . . let them come before the people as “Conservatives” wishing to keep things as they are
-as wishing to give to the paper money power
the privilege of doing hereafter as they have
done heretofore. . . . Now we, the Democratic
Republicans, do not wish to keep things as they
are. We do not like them. We see little or nothing to approve of in the state of things
7
brought on us by the paper money power.
The Conservative party declared that the Democrats were misrepresenting them, and exaggerating the
evils of the banking system.
The Middle Florida Conservative ticket in 1840 was
made up entirely of bank men. William P. DuVal, of
Leon; Charles H. DuPont, of Gadsden ; John D. Edwards, of Jefferson ; and Madison Livingston, of Madison, were the nominees for the Legislative Council.
DuVal was the attorney for the Union Bank and all the
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others were stockholders. DuPont was also director.
DuPont’s views upon the defaulted “faith bonds” sold
by the Bank of Pensacola were very similar to the views
held by Richard K. Call. He did not admit that the bonds
should be repudiated as did the Democrats, nor did he
claim that they were illegally issued as did the Statesright Whigs. Rather, he insisted that the “Territory
cannot be called on to pay, until the Bank of Pensacola
9
has been sued to insolvency."
Thomas Brown, who had been a teller of the Union
Bank until 1837, was also associated with the Conservatives. He was present at their 1840 caucus and supported their nominees. 10 Brown may have been influenced
toward the Conservatives by his earlier service in the
11
Virginia legislature with William C. Rives. Later he
would be more closely associated with the national Whig
faction than most of the Conservatives.
William P. DuVal was elected in the 1840 campaign
and the Conservatives were considerably more successful than they were ever to be again. Meanwhile, the
Democratic press reported that the Conservatives were
out to replace Downing at the next election. Downing
was the Whig Delegate to Congress from Florida who
held anti-statehood views. In regard to the rumored
action of the Conservatives, the Floridian commented,
“This is the instinct of the soulless money power. . . .
While it rewards, it is prompt to punish the slightest
indication of resistance.” The rumors seem to be borne
out by all the facts. In December of 1840 the Star, the
Conservative organ, began to denounce Downing period12
ically. In the 1841 election, Downing was opposed by
George T. Ward, a Middle Florida statehood Whig, also
a stockholder in the Union Bank. He had introduced the
Union Bank bill of 1833 in the Legislative Council and
had been a director of that bank since 1835.
8. Ibid., Sep. 5, 1840.
9. Ibid, Sep. 12, 1840.
10. Idem.
11. Florida Sentinel, (Tallahassee) June 8, 1852. Quoted from the
New York Express.
12. Floridian, Dec. 19, 1840.
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This Conservative backing of a Middle Florida
Whig against an East Florida Whig again served to
point out the sectional rift in the Whig ranks. The main
support for Downing came from the bank and division
forces in East Florida. Downing’s bank connections
were not with the Middle Florida banks, but with the
Southern Life Insurance and Trust Company of St.
Augustine. This institution was largely supported by
Northern capital and had been strenuously opposed by
the Middle Florida Whigs in the Legislative Council.
This association, plus his anti-statehood views, had built
up opposition to Downing in Middle Florida. The Sentinel attributed the division in the Whig ranks to personal predilections and pointed to the combined vote of
Downing and Ward as conclusive proof that nothing but
unity and concert of action was necessary for a Whig
triumph. Because of the split, David Levy, the East
13
Florida loco-foco, had been elected by only a plurality.
On the issue of the Specie Circular, the Florida
Conservatives were of the same mind as the Conservatives of Virginia and New York. The Star condemned
the injudicious distribution of the surplus, and the
Specie Circular, for causing the suspension of specie
payment in so many banking institutions. On the issue
of the National Bank, however, the editor of the Conservative paper was in disagreement with the Virginia
and New York groups and probably with some of his
local group. He leaned toward the early views of 14
John
C. Calhoun and had praise for the National Bank.
The Florida Sesntinel, organ of the States-right
Whigs, referred to the Conservatives as “Federal
Whigs” although there seems to be little real justification for using that terminology. There was equally as
little justification for referring to its own faction as
States-right Whigs. This was a popular designation,
just as “federal” was an unpopular one, and reflected
the true doctrines of the faction about as inaccurately
13. Florida Sentinel, May 21, 1841.
14. Star of Florida, (Tallahassee) Aug. 18, 1841.
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as some party labels in use in Europe today. The Conservatives, as did the States-right Whigs, had in their
ranks men of varying opinions on national politics. As
the Star itself admitted, the Conservative party "looks
not to national politics, but is altogether intent on the
15
local affairs of the territory." The editor stated that,
personally, he was a Whig.
He believes in Henry Clay, in Daniel Webster,
a National Bank, and so on. And he abhors the
subtreasury system, deprecates all new experiments on the currency-believes Van Buren to
be a precious rascal, and Tom Benton a humbug. But he does not consider that national politics are necessarily mixed up with the local affairs of the territory; and we are aware that
there are many Floridians, good men and true,
who do not think as we think in regard to affairs at Washington, yet who have an interest
in common with us, and feelings in common with
us, upon
subjects touching our affairs at
16

home.

Yet even in the affairs at home the Conservatives
were not in agreement. The question of the. redemption
of the “faith bonds” was one which divided Whigs
from Democrats, and also divided the Conservatives internally. That the Conservatives were dissident Democrats and Whigs, united only on the basis of adherence
to the local banks, became more and more evident.
Eventually, many of the prominent Conservatives
realigned with the Democrats, while others returned to
the Whigs.
In 1841, R. A. Shine, B. F. Whitner, L. A. Thompson, D. P. Hogue, and L. G. Lamb were the Conservative nominees for the Council. Thomas Brown presided
over the nominating convention and the nominating
committee was composed of Robert Hayward, C. E.
15. Ibid., Sep. 1, 1841.
16. Idem.
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Bartlett, R. A. Shine, T. R. Betton, J. S. Robinson, B.
F. Whitner, J. W. Bannerman, J. D. Parish J. Vail,
and Elijah Johnson. 17 Later found in the Democratic
party were William P. DuVal; B. F. Whitner, who was
later chairman of the Democratic State Executive Committee; Charles H. DuPont, a Democratic candidate for
presidential elector in 1848; and Leslie A. Thompson.
C. E. Bartlett declared “‘neutrality” in 1842, and after
1845 his sons ran his newspaper as a Calhoun organ.
In the Whig ranks were later found Thomas
Brown, R. A. Shine, D. P. Hogue, R. Hayward, and
George T. Ward. The main differences between the
States-right Whigs and the Whig faction in the Conservatives was that the former would do away with the
local banks as beyond hope of saving, while the latter
were adamant about retaining them. On the “faith
bond” question, the States-right Whigs maintained
“that the Governor and Council possess no power to
pledge the faith of the whole people of this territory for
18
any corporation."
The Star declared that the Conservatives would take no stand on the “faith bond”
issue because on their ticket were “individuals who en19
tertain different views on this subject."
In the fall of 1841, the Democrats won a sweeping
victory in the Council and repudiated
the "faith bonds”
20
while allowing the banks to die. After this election the
factionalism in the Whig party died slowly and by the
next great Whig victory in 1848, Conservatives and
States-right Whigs were long forgotten. From the
Democrats the Whigs had learned much. In the midst
of their defeat and dissension one Whig paper had desperately cried, “We have had political quarrelling and
wrangling enough, and we care not whether anybody is
elected to the legislature next Fall, or whether the council sits for the 21
next two years. It would be quite as well
if it did not."
17. Ibid., Aug. 18, 1841.
18. Florida Sentinel, Sep. 17, 1841. William Wyatt to Editor.
19. Star of Florida, Sep. 29, 1841.
20. Ibid., Feb. 10, 1842.
21. Florida Sentinel, July 1, 1842.
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However, in a few weeks this same paper had again
taken heart and was taking lessons from the Democrats.
Democratic triumphs had been in no small measure due
to the high degree of party discipline built up by James
D. Westcott and David Levy. The Sentinel noted,
While the Whigs have suffered themselves to
fall into disorganization and sundered party
ties by personal disputes, doubts and recriminations . . . the little knot of Locofoco managers
have been industriously at work in strengthening their cords, and will bind us hand and foot
unless we22make a Sampson-like struggle for
ourselves.
By 1845, the Whig party was preparing for battle,
still weakened, but not so deeply split as immediately
following the panic of 1837.
Early in the territorial period, personalities played
an important part in determining political affiliations.
As late as 1841, the Sentinel commented, “More than
half the political controversies in the Territory have
been of a personal and selfish character, involving no
cardinal principle, and of mischievous tendency-a mere
23
struggle between the ins and outs." This condition
lasted longer among the Whig supporters and sympathizers than among the Democrats.
Factions did exist among the Democrats, however.
In the era before Jackson’s old comrades, DuVal, Eaton,
and Call, became Whigs, the East Florida Democrats
formed a faction which stood in opposition to the president’s appointees and their followers. Reid and Levy,
with Elias Gould of the Florida Herald, were the leaders of this East Florida group. We have noted that Reid
spoke rather harshly of DuVal. Of Eaton he 24
said, “Gov.
E. is a rowdy-his wife drunk or crazy . . ." A friend
of Reid visited President Jackson in 1835 and gave the
following account of his visit:
22. Ibid., Aug. 12, 1842.
23. Ibid., Dec. 3, 1841.
24. Diary of Robert Raymond Reid, 1883-35, (MS. in Fla. Hist. Soc.)
p. 42.
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Says I, General, I have always been your
friend up to the hub, by G-d, in the worst of
times, and I tell you now never do you make
any appointment in Florida without consulting
your friends there. Says the General-Col. I
won’t, and then I telled him that the “little
Jackson family” in East Florida must be supported, and the President was entirely of my
25
opinion and we shuck hands upon it.
In 1836, Call became governor and Reid continued
his running criticism. When Van Buren became president, Reid’s influence apparently increased. He usually
worked through Joel R. Poinsett, the Secretary of War.
In 1840, he wrote to Poinsett that Downing and Call
were working together to aid Harrison, the Whig presi26
dential candidate. Although the Secretary of War
claimed that Call was removed from his office without
disgrace, but because he assumed an attitude opposed
to the War Department, Call denounced the official
27
reasons. He claimed that he was removed because of
his personal attitude toward Poinsett and because of a
secret conspiracy by a faction in the territory claiming
to be exclusive friends of the president.
Later, this East versus Middle Florida feud must
have continued to some lesser extent. Although the
party differences were subordinated by the well-oiled
Levy-Westcott machine, it is unlikely that such planters
of the South Carolina school as Abram Bellamy, William Bailey, and James Gadsden, all of Jefferson county, could have gotten along harmoniously at all times
with such loco focos as David Levy and Robert Raymond Reid.
The Democrats became unified earlier than did the
Whigs. Out of the confusion of the St. Joseph Convention, the statehood fight, the Indian war, the insolvent
25. Ibid., p. 44.
26. Reid to Poinsett, Apr. 15, 1840, Heilman, G. E. and Levin, B. S.,
A Calendar of Joel R. Poinsett Papers in the Henry D. Gilpin
Collection, (Philadelphia, 1941).
27. Memorial of Richard K. Call, March 16, 1840. In Call collection,
Florida Historical Society.
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banks, and the “‘faith bond” controversy came distinct
gains for the solidifying Democratic party and decided
set-backs for the embryonic Whig party. The poorer
whites who farmed on a small scale began to grow bitter in their judgment of the wealthy planters. The Democratic revolt, which had begun on the national scene with
28
the election of Andrew Jackson, had reached Florida.
In this era the plain people were made acutely
aware that they had been overlooked in the distribution
of the benefits. The people were made to see that the
territorial government, which had been favoring the few,
was in theory their own property. Recognition of this
fact provided a rallying point for an anti-monopolist
movement which characterized the politics of the early
eighteen-forties in Florida. The driving force of the new
Democracy was a class feeling-the homespun versus
the broadcloth, and in this fact lies the reason why Jacksonian Democracy was so offensive to gentlemen of the
29
Commented one paper which
old school of politics.
spoke for the old school, “It is an awful struggle between virtue and corruption, and none can contemplate
the consequences
without the most fearful apprehen30
sions.”
Although factionalism was still rampant in the
eighteen forties, the names Whig and Democrat were receiving general acceptance in most parts of Florida by
1840. Although never as united as the Democrats, the
conservatives felt that it was necessary to present a
united front and the national party known as Whig was
more acceptable, had more congenial elements in it, and
opposed most of the same things which the Florida conservative interests opposed. By 1845, the most important political factions in Florida had been successfully
absorbed by one or the other of the two parties and
Florida entered the Union with a vigorous two party
system.
28. Doherty, op. cit. p. 22.
29. Parrington, Vernon L., Main Currents in American Thought, (New
York: 1940) II, p. 146.
30. The News, (St. Augustine) Sep. 11, 1840.
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